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Pheasant Farms in lowa 1 
DAVID J. RosLIE"12 AND ARNOLD 0. HAUGEN3 
Abstract: An investigation of privately owned pheasant 
farms in Iowa was conducted from 1960 to 1963. The objec-
tives of the study were to locate all pheasant farms in the 
state and to study the distribution, size, annual production 
and years of operation of these farms. The majority of pheas-
ant breeding operations were located in the southern half of 
Iowa. A total of 254 individuals reared pheasants during the 
study, but only 31 pheasant farms operated continuously from 
1960 to 1963. The average number of farms i;>er year was 119. 
A total of 84,943 pheasants was produced during the study. 
Large pheasant farms (over 500 birds) comprised 5% of the 
total number of farms, but produced 82% of the pen-reared 
pheasants. Most pheasant farms ( 88%) produced fewer than 
100 birds each year. An average of 43% of the operators reared 
pheasants for the first time in each of the years 1960 to 1963. 
Pheasant breeders in Iowa varied in level of education, back-
ground, and employment. No persons depended upon a pheas-
ant farm to supply their entire livelihood. Most operators 
reared pheasants as a hobby, for local stocking, or for home 
food consumption. A few sold birds to food processors and to 
commercial shooting preserves. 
INTRODUCTION 
An investigation of pheasant farms in Iowa was conducted 
from 1960 to 1963. Little was known about pheasant farms 
under private ownership in Iowa previous to our investigation. 
This study attempted to locate all pheasant farms in the state, 
and to study their distribution, size, annual production and 
number of years of operation. 
1 Journal Paper No. J-5122 of the Iowa Agricultural and Home Economics Experiment 
Station, Ames, Iowa. Project No. 1390. Jointly financed by the Iowa Cooperative Wild-
life Research Unit, the Bureau of Sport Fisheries and Wildlife ( U. S .. Dept. Int<;rior), 
Iowa State University of Science and Technofogy, Iowa State Conservation Comm1ss1on, 
and the Wildlife Management Institute. 
2 Graduate Assistant, Iowa State University, Ames. 
"Professor, Dept. Entomology and Wildlife, Iowa State University, Ames. 
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Individuals licensed as game breeders by the Iowa Conserva-
tion Commission were called pheasant breeders if they owned 
or reared pheasants during any calendar license period. A 
pheasant flock was defined as any number of pheasants owned 
by a pheasant breeder. The location of a pheasant flock, urban 
or rural, owned by a pheasant breeder was termed a pheasant 
farm. 
All pheasant farms in Iowa are under private ownership with 
the exception of the Iowa State Wildlife Research and Exhibit 
Station, Boone, Iowa, which is operated by the Iowa State Con-
servation Commission. 
Pheasant breeders in Iowa concentrate on rearing pheasants 
for hobby, local stocking, for home food consumption, and for 
sale to food processors, game breeders and shooting preserves. 
Pheasant breeders are not to be confused with individuals 
holding game breeding and shooting preserve licenses and who 
concenh·ate on commercial pay shooting of pheasants and, in a 
few cases, on rearing birds for hunting. Iowa shooting preserve 
operators now tend to concentrate on shooting birds, leaving 
the problem of pheasanJt production to pheasant breeders. 
Shooting preserves and commercial food processors can provide 
a large demand for game farm pheasants; however, the re-
quirements imposed by these groups are varied and exacting. 
The majority of Iowa pheasant breeders are making no attempt 
to provide birds for these outlets at the present time. 
During the past SO years, the number of private licensed game 
breeders in Iowa has remained fairly constant. Since 19S5, the 
annual license sales ranged from S71 in l94S to 699 in 1957. In 
1934, a record 2,214 permits were sold to Iowa game breeders. 
The l9S6 biennial report of the Iowa Conservation Commission 
explained that the large variation in license sales from 1934 to 
1935 occurred when the use of live duck decoys was discon-
tinued. ·when the use of live decoys was no longer legal, large 
numbers of hunters had no further need for game-breeding 
licenses. No published records are available on game breeding 
in Iowa previous to 1934. 
Iowa's largest game fa.rm during the past SO years was the 
Iowa State Game Farm at Boone, Iowa (now called Iowa Wild-
life Research and Exhibit Station). Some 45,000 phea1sant chicks 
were produced here in 1940, and the numbers have gradually 
decreased to 3,500 in 1961. No pheasants were reared by the 
Conservation Commission in 1962, and the propagation program 
has operated on only a limited basis since. In 19S2, the State 
game farm was discontinued for a time. The 1938 biennial re-
port of the Iowa Conservation Commission states that from 
1932-1938 the Commission depended upon privaite game 
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breeders to supply any parent stock "necessary" for release in 
Iowa. The need for parent stock was limited until about 1935 
when a series of unfavorable drought years coupled with the 
severe winter of 1935-36, reduced pheasant populations. The 
hunting season was closed in 1936-37, but poor production the 
following spring kept the population at low levels, and a new 
parent stock introduction program was undertaken. 
The Conservation Commission purchased 866 pheasants from 
private game breeders in 1934, 430 birds in 1935, 3766 in 1936, 
and 293 in 1937. The 1938 biennial report stated that the 
Commission was having difficulty in securing birds from private 
sources for stocking. The report added that a state game bird 
hatchery would be necessary to "insure good, healthy, disease-
free birds." Pri\".ate breeders apparently supplied too few birds 
of high quality; therefore, in 1938, the Commission produced 
11,462 pheasant chicks from parent stock captured in northern 
Iowa during the winter of 1937-38. Since 1938, the Conservation 
Commission depended on state facilities to produce pheasants 
for stocking programs, and few birds were purchased from 
private breeders. 
METHODS 
Information on pheasant farms in Iowa was collected by cor-
respondence with pheasant breeders, by visits to pheasant farms 
in all paxts of the state, and by analysis of annual reports filled 
with the Iowa Conservation Commission by game breeders. 
Annual licenses are issued to game breeders each spring. If a 
game farm operated during the previous year, the breeder sub-
mitted a summary of his activities when a new license was re-
quested. Reports were received from 70-80% of each year's 
breeders during the 4-year study. Reports are generally not 
received from individuals licensed for the past year who do not 
renew their game breeding permit. Only about 2 of each 5 
licensed game breeders reared pheasants; the remaining breeders 
reared various other species such as skunks, raccoons, waterfowl, 
etc. (Table 1). Reports filed by pheasant breeders varied in the 
amount of information contained. A few neglected to indicate 
location of their game farm; some omitted information on flock 
size and production. The summary of information presented 
here was based on the total number of pheasant farms for 
which a particular type of information was available. It will be 
noted that the number of pheasant flocks represented as a total 
number varied slightly in some tables due to this factor. The 
authors summarized data on game farm numbers, distribution, 
and total production by latitude as well as by geographical 
location. A convenient method of latitudinal summation was from 
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north to south by rows or tiers of counties, with the Iowa counties 
bordering Minnesota referred to as tier one, aind the tier of 
counties bordering Missouri referred to as tier nine. 
Table 1. The number of licensed Iowa game breeders who reared pheasants 



































Production. Pheasant farms were located in 77 of Iowa's 99 
counties in 1960-63. The majority of pheasant flocks were located 
in the Des Moines River Valley, the Mississippi River Valley, and 
the two southernmost tiers of counties (Figs. 1-2). 
The general location of pheasant farms changed little from 
year to year, although the individual breeders changed a good 
deal. Pheasant farms tabulated by tier of counties indicated 68% 
of the pheasant fa:rms were located in the southern 4 tiers of 
counties, from Des Moines southward to the Missouri state 
line (Table 2). A tabulation of the number of pheasants reared 
by tiers of Iowa counties (Fig. 3) indicates that 7 4% of the 
84,943 pheasants were owned by breeders in the 4 southern tiers 
of counties (Table 2). Three large game farms in southern Iowa 
produced 47,113 ( 55%) of all pheasants reared from 1960-63. 
Gaine breeders in northern Iowa produced 26% of the pen-
reared pheasants during the study period. Breeders in the second 
tier of counties below the Minnesota border produced 21% of 
these pheasants ( 17,380 birds). The majority of pheasants in 
this group were reared by two pheasant breeders. All farms in 
the remaining 4 tiers of Iowa counties produced 5% ( 4,797 
birds) of the pheasants reared from 1960-63. 
The reasons for this concentration of pheasant farms and birds 
in southern Iowa were not all evident; however, this part of the 
state supports a relatively small wild population of pheasants 
and this may be one reason for the local interest resulting in 
large numbers of penned pheasants. 
During the study, 72% of the operators reared fewer than 30 
pheasants (Table 3). Pheasant farms with fewer than 100 birds 
were considered small operations. This group included 88% of 
the operators and produced 9% of the pheasants (Table 4). 
Pheasant farms producing more than 500 birds were classed as 
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Table 2. Total numbers of pheasants and pheasant flocks in Iowa classified by year of operation and north to south distribution by 
tier of counties. 
1960 1961 1962 1963 Total 
Tier of Flocks Pheasants Flocks Pheasants Flocks Pheasants Flocks Pheasants Flocks Pheasants 
counties No. % No. % No. % No. % No. % No. % No. % No. % No. % No. % 
391 N. Iowa 1 8 7 212 2 6 5 1 3 2 59 1 7 6 113 1 24 5 775 1 
2 7 6 1,387 15 6 5 3,069 11 6 5 8,454 31 6 5 4,470 24 25 5 17,380 21 
8 11 9 114 1 7 6 387 1 7 6 272 1 7 6 431 2 82 7 1,204 1 
4 7 6 47 1 6 5 332 1 9 8 321 1 8 7 93 1 30 6 793 1 
5 11 9 373 4 8 7 285 1 11 9 940 3 10 9 427 2 40 9 2,025 2 
6 21 18 1,478 16 22 18 2,278 8 21 17 956 3 21 19 917 5 85 18 5,629 7 
7 18 15 2,590 28 20 16 2,704 9 25 21 6,234 23 24 22 4,067 21 87 18 15,595 18 
8 20 16 1,694 18 29 24 17,396 59 21 17 9,677 35 15 14 8,048 42 85 18 36,815 43 
S. Iowa 9 17 14 1,334 15 18 14 2,567 9 18 15 464 2 13 12 362 2 66 14 4,727 6 
Total 120 100 9,229 100 122" 100 29,409 100 121 100 27,377 100 ll!O 100 18,928 100 474 100 84,943 100 
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Figure l. Location of pheasant farms under private ownership in 1960-1961. 
large operations. This group included 5% of the operators and 
produced 82% of the pen-reared pheasants (Table 3 and 4). If 
Table 3. The distribution of pheasant farms by flock size and year of op-
eration, 1960-1963. 
Flock 1960 1961 1962 1963 Total Aver-
size Fanns % Farms % Fanns % Farms % farms age % 
1-30 94 77 81 68 81 67 78 71 334 84 72 
31-100 15 13 20 16 21 17 21 19 77 19 16 
101-250 2 2 7 6 9 8 4 4 22 6 5 
251-500 3 3 4 3 2 2 1 1 10 3 2 
501-1000 3 3 3 3 3 3 2 2 11 3 2 
1001 2 2 5 4 4 3 3 3 14 4 3 
Total 119 100 120 100 120 100 109 100 468 117 100 
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Figure 2. Locati001 of pheasant farms under private ownership in 1962-1963. 
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Table 4. Total number of game farm pheasants classified by flock size 
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f2Z2j 200 PHEASANTS 
Figure 3. Relative north to south distribution by tiers of counties of the total number 
of game farm pheasants in 1960, 1961, 1962, 1963. 
a breeder reared fewer than 30 pheasants, his interests gen-
erally were those of a hobbyist or of providing pheasants for 
family consumption. 
Many individuals with small pheasant flocks gave oo reason 
for keeping pheasants except that they enjoyed seeing some on 
their property. A few thought any pheasants they released 
helped to establish wild populations in their area. The idea was 
most often expressed by breeders in southem Iowa where wild 
pheasant populations are low. 
Individuals who reared large numbers of pheasants sold most 
of their birds to shooting preserves, for feld trials, and to com-
mercial food processors. Some pheasants were sold as replace-
ment stock to smaller operators in Iowa and neighboring states. 
Turnover in Breeders. Pheasant farms were operated by 254 
individuals during the study period (Table 5). The majority of 
breeders ( 51%) operated during only one of the years in the 
4-year period, indicating a rapid turnover of breeders. Only 31 
individuals ( 12%) reared pheasants throughout the study. This 
high turnover indicated that large numbers of pheasant breeders 
in Iowa probably had little experience rearing pheasants. An 
average of 43% of the operators in any 1 year ( 1960-62) reared 
pheasants for the first time (Table 6). Some 44% of the licensed 
8
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pheasant breeders did not keep pheasants in the following year 
from ~960-1962. Most operators who reared pheasants for only 
1 year kept only a small flock ( 1-30 birds ) (Table 5). Pheasants 
were reared throughout the 4-year study by only 10% of the 
small-flock owners. Four of the eight large pheasant farms 
operated during the entire period and four operated for 1 yeax 
each (Table 5). 
Table 5. Classification of 254 pheasant farms by flock size and years of 
operation. 
Number Flock size 
years 1-30 31-100 101-250 251-500 501-1000 1001 Total 
operated Farms% Farms% Farms% Farms% Farms% Farms% Farms% 
1 102 55 18 41 4 33 2 50 2 67 2 40 130 51 
2 43 23 10 23 5 42 1 25 0 0 0 0 59 2S 
3 22 12 8 18 3 25 1 25 0 0 0 0 S4 14 
4 19 10 8 18 0 0 0 0 1 SS 3 60 31 12 
Total 186 100 44 100 12 100 4 100 3 100 5 100 254 100 
Table 6. The number of relicensed and new pheasant breeders who oper-
ated in Iowa 1960, 1961, 1962, 1963 
Number Relicensed operators New operators Operators quitting 
Year fanns Number % Number % Number % 
1960 120 Data not available for 1960 58 48 
1961 124 62 50 62 50 57 46 
1962 12,1 67 55 54 45 46 38 
1963 112 75 67 37 33 Data not available 
Total 477 204 153 161 
Average 119 68 57 51 43 54 44 
Large numbers of pheasants were reared by t\vo sportsmen's 
clubs during 1 year of the study. These birds were released into 
the wild and the clubs discontinued their pheasant stocking 
projects. 
The predominance of small-type operators ( 1-30 birds) 
among the 254 individual pheasant breeders was evident in all 
4 years. The largest number of individual breeders who operated 
for a single year occurred in 1960 when 17% of all breeders 
licensed in the study period reared pheasants. The number of 
pheasant breeders who operated all 4 years comprised 12% of 
the total number of individual pheasant breeders. Some of the 
problems breeders experienced with pheasants were undoubtedly 
caused by the large number of breeders ( 43%) who were new 
operators during any given year (Table 6). 
Pheasant breeders in Iowa varied in level of education, back-
ground, and employment. No breeders depended upon a. pheas-
ant farm to supply their entire livelihood. The larger operations 
were more profitable, but their owners usually combined these 
with agricultural operations. As expected, the operators of the 
largest farms appeared the best managers and gave more at-
tention to marketing birds before they were produced. Small 
operators usually kept pheasants for less than 1 year, while 
large operators over-wintered their own brood stock. New 
9
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breeders usually purchased eggs or a few adult birds in the 
spring and kept them the remainder of the year. 
The most common and rapid method of going out of the 
pheasant business apparently was to release birds into the wild. 
All 80 pheasant breeders visited had released some birds into 
the wild during 1960-63. This practice was generally deliberate 
with small operators, and incidental on large pheasant farms. 
A large release by one private breeder, in addition to the 
sportsmen's clubs already mentioned, occurred when the breeder 
produced some 500 pheasants for which he found no market. 
The problem was solved by releasing the birds on farms where 
the breeder had permission to hunt that fall. 
The total number of pheasant breeders remained fairly con-
stant each year during the study, although the number of in-
dividuals who kept pheasants varied considerably. This pattern 
is not expected to change in the next several years. Shooting 
preserves and commercial markets will increase their demands 
fm pheasants as our human population grows. If pheasant 
breeders meet this demand, the program will probably expand 
in Iowa. Increased amounts of leisure time may provide an 
opportunity for more game bird hobbyists and game farms in 
Iowa. 
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